
Responsibilities of teaching staff 

The following is adapted from A Human Rights-Based Approach to Education (UNICEF/UNESCO, 2007)

A quality education, in which children want to take part, is dependent on the commitment, enthusiasm, creativity and skill of teachers. It is their task to translate national policies into practical action in each school and to ensure that they embrace a culture that is inclusive and respectful of every child. In order for this to happen, as discussed earlier, teachers’ rights must also be fully acknowledged and respected.

Introducing practical measures for inclusion

Schools have a key role to play in translating policies of inclusion into the day-to-day life of education. All children need to feel welcome and confident of equal treatment in the school. Schools need to promote an atmosphere of respect for all children. They should instigate a culture that ensures that no bias is tolerated that favours or discriminates against any learner or group of learners – whether in respect of admission procedures, treatment in the classroom, opportunities for learning, access to examinations, opportunities to participate in particular activities, such as music or drama, or marking of work. Children should never be stereotyped or insulted on the basis of who or what they are. Teachers need to take active measures to involve girls and boys on an equal basis. Schools need to develop policies setting out the principles of non-discrimination and ensure that all teachers, parents and children are aware of the policy and know how to make a complaint if it is breached. Children and parents should be involved in the development of the policy as this will strengthen ownership and understanding. The process of developing the policy is also an opportunity to address the issues, learn why they are important, and develop skills in negotiation, listening and understanding different points of view and experiences.

Promoting a respectful environment

Schools need to develop policies to promote an environment of respect throughout the school. These policies should be developed through collaboration with all stakeholders, including children. For example, policy and guidance can be provided on: how to promote a non-violent approach to conflict resolution both between teachers and children and among children themselves; how to promote children’s active participation in school decision-making processes; and how to develop school codes of behaviour that govern the relationships between all members of the school community and contribute to educational processes. These guidelines can be adapted and developed by individual schools, involving children, parents and teachers, all of whom need to feel ownership of the subsequent policies.

Accommodating differing needs

Inclusion necessitates action to accommodate children’s differing needs. It may be necessary, for example, to ensure that some classes are held on ground floors to accommodate wheelchair users. Schools can pilot models of education that allow more flexible participation in the classroom, take classes to where children are located or organize different hours of teaching. Depending on their age, children need regular breaks to help them rest and learn effectively, particularly those children who come to school having already undertaken paid work or domestic chores. Children can work on a modular basis or in groups where they learn together in accordance with the hours they can attend, and also in tutoring initiatives that are often provided in complementary or after-school programmes.

Encouraging local engagement

Child-friendly schools need to be responsive to the local context. Within a framework of core standards and principles, individual schools should be able to adapt to the needs of the local community and provide a relevant curriculum that takes account of local concerns and priorities. For example, some schools have made children’s participation in managing the environment of the school and local community integral to the basic concept of the school as a community-based centre for democratic learning.
Engaging children as partners

Schools need to promote environments in which children are engaged as active participants at all levels: as peer educators and mentors for younger children; in setting up and running school councils that act as a forum for addressing children’s concerns; in helping develop school policy, including behaviour codes and discipline; in advising on such issues as playground design, and location and design of latrines; in contributing to the curriculum; in providing feedback and evaluation on the curriculum and teaching methods; as mediators helping resolve conflicts; and in participating on school governing bodies. One approach to creating a participatory environment is to employ the use of ‘circle time’, a process whereby children come together each day in a circle to discuss issues of concern to them, identify problems and explore solutions. Children can also be involved in establishing the indicators used to monitor how well a school is respecting the rights of all its members, and they can take part in a process of regular evaluation of compliance with those indicators. They can then share in the responsibility of developing strategies for improving practice. In all these strategies, efforts need to be made to ensure equal opportunities for participation by all children.

Balancing rights and responsibilities

Teaching children about their rights involves understanding the reciprocal responsibilities these imply. While a child has a right to be listened to and have her or his views given due weight, she or he has a corresponding responsibility to listen to the views of others. This learning can only take place through the experience of how children are treated in the school and the culture of mutual respect it promotes. One example is accommodating children who live far away or have domestic or other work commitments to complete before school. Instead of punishing children who continually arrive late on the basis that it will serve as an incentive to arrive earlier, it would be valuable to meet with children to discuss modifying the timetable, explore changing the starting time or organizing a flexible starting time.
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